'Contemporary primate behavioral ecology is an exciting field in which inquiries into the origins of human nature, evolutionary theory, and conservation biology converge. It is a dynamic field fueled by new discoveries that bring the patterns of primate behavioral diversity into sharper focus.' So begins Karen Strier's new textbook on primate behavioural ecology. This book is designed to introduce college undergraduates to the fascinating study of nonhuman primate behaviour. As such, this book will automatically fill a glaring hole in the literature. Readers of this journal will be familiar with the long and distinguished history that primate field studies have enjoyed. None the less, few recent texts can be used to provide students with an up-to-date account of recent findings in this subfield of animal behaviour. How well does Primate Behavioral Ecology summarize the discoveries that help to explain primate behavioural diversity? To what extent does this text convey the excitement that practising primatologists derive through their research?
The book begins with a personal and eclectic history of primate field research. Here we are briefly introduced to Tinbergen's four questions about animal behaviour and some facets of primate behavioural diversity, including variations in activity patterns, diet, habitat use, ranging, grouping and mating. The initial chapter ends with a succinct overview of the kinds of questions asked by behavioural ecologists and some of the approaches used to answer them. The ensuing chapter serves to introduce the reader to the cast of characters in the rest of the book. After considering some of the distinguishing morphological characteristics that set nonhuman primates apart from other animals, Chapter 2 describes nonhuman primate taxa. Chapter 3 provides a quick tour of 65 million years of primate evolution in 14 short pages. It ends with an interesting discussion of the changing face of primate taxonomy as new species are discovered and old ones are reclassified.
The book starts in earnest in the fourth chapter with a discussion of 'Evolution and Social Behavior'. Here the reader is introduced to the behavioural ecologist's arsenal of theoretical tools, including natural selection, kin selection and reciprocal altruism. In this chapter, Strier examines how one tests evolutionary hypotheses about behaviour, including a cursory outline of how to analyse fitness costs and benefits. Also included are brief discussions of the nature of genetic variation, Mendelian inheritance, and two additional forces of evolutionary change, drift and migration. Chapter 5 deals with 'Evolution and Sex'. It begins by describing sex differences in primate morphology and behaviour and provides an overview of sexual selection theory to account for these variations. Male-male competition and female mate choice are covered here, with a thorough description of primate mating system diversity. The sixth chapter examines the nutritional requirements of primates and the effect that feeding has on female behaviour. Here Strier shows how feeding affects virtually all aspects of primates and their behaviour, including spacing, grouping, mating and social relationships. Chapters 7 and 8 cover, respectively, female and male social relationships. The chapter on females begins by providing a theoretical framework that specifies the types of social relationships that might form among female primates. It proceeds with a description of the relationships that exist among genetically related and unrelated individuals, while also outlining their reproductive and demographic consequences. The subsequent chapter on primate males focuses on a description of the social dynamics among individuals and ends with a brief discussion of some of the population genetic consequences of male behaviour. The next chapter, 'Developmental Stages', describes the interactions that take place between mothers and their young and between males and infants, while also addressing two topics of widespread ethological interest, the evolutionary causes and consequences of alloparental behaviour and parent-offspring conflict. A chapter on 'Communication and Cognition' follows with an overview of the different types of signals that nonhuman primates employ to communicate with each other. A section on cognition considers alternative ecological and social hypotheses used to explain the evolution of primate intelligence. The book concludes with two chapters on community ecology and conservation.
As should be clear from this synopsis, Primate Behavioral Ecology does an exemplary job of summarizing a wide range of topics of broad and current interest to ethologists. Its up-to-date coverage of questions and problems in the field is particularly impressive and will make it a logical choice to use in the classroom for those of us who teach courses on this subject. It would be impossible to address everything in a field as extensive as primate behavioural ecology, nor would it be realistic to ask that a single text fit the teaching styles and needs of all. With these points in mind, I temper my favorable impression with a few criticisms, most of which I hope will be subject to revision in future editions.
First, for a book on primates, the text is curiously short on detailed descriptions of specific animals. Part of the allure of this field lies in its charismatic subjects, and an easy way to generate interest in them, especially by students, would be to present more details of their lives. Second, the text provides balanced and thorough coverage of the field largely through qualitative description rather than quantitative analysis. One important way to judge a field's accomplishments is through critical evaluation of the data it brings to bear on its problems, and it is for this reason that, in my own classes, I try to present whenever possible the actual observations used to test
